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The Mexican government and agriculture organizations are preparing for what could turn out
to be another year of severe drought. Several regions of Mexico are suffering both from a lack of
moisture during the winter months and from consecutive years of below-average precipitation. The
dry conditions are expected to restrict the amount of water available for the planting season and
contribute to the danger of forest and grass fires throughout the country.
Some agricultural organizations like the Confederacion Nacional Campesina (CNC) are urging
President Vicente Fox's administration to address the problem through a combination of emergency
assistance and a long-term strategy to deal with what could be a continuation of drought for the
foreseeable future.
The organization urged the government to move quickly because of the prospect of continued dry
conditions in the coming months. The government-affiliated Servicio Meteorologico Nacional has
forecast very little rain and high temperatures in much of the country for April, May, and June in a
large portion of Mexico.
The CNC said agriculture producers in eight northern states are expected to experience the greatest
shortages of water. These states are Sinaloa, Baja California Sur, Sonora, Chihuahua, Durango,
Coahuila, San Luis Potosi, and Zacatecas. These same states were in the central and northern
regions that received emergency assistance from the government in recent years because of drought
conditions (see SourceMex, 2000-10-11, 2001-06-27 and 2002-05-29).
The situation is already so severe in Sinaloa that Gov. Juan Millan has asked the federal government
to declare emergency disasters in 17 municipalities. The CNC said the amount of water stored
in Mexican reservoirs had dropped below 13.6 billion cubic feet as of mid-March. This level, the
lowest in 50 years, is about 403 million cubic feet below the supplies reported a year ago. The low
water supplies are expected to result in planting delays in about 12 million hectares and continue to
pressure the livestock industries in the central and northern states.
CNC president Heladio Ramirez said emergency relief would be welcomed, but he said the
administration must also work on longer-term solutions. "This is recurrent problem," said Ramirez.
"It must be addressed through defined strategy and legislation that takes into account the needs of
campesinos." Among other things, the organization is recommending that the government reinstate
some effective water-relief and conservation programs that were in place under the now-defunct
Comision del Plan Nacional Hidraulico. Some of the commission's functions were transferred to the
Comision Nacional de Agua (CNA), which was formed in 1989.
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The Fox administration has attempted to address the water crisis by promoting conservation
through increased water fees and eliminating subsidies for industries such as mining (see
SourceMex, 2001-10-10). The administration contends that water shortages are worsened by
leakages and waste. Because of this, the CNA earlier this year allocated 2.78 billion pesos (US$260
million) to help repair faulty irrigation equipment and other infrastructure. Critics say this allocation
is inadequate to cover the 5.4 million ha of irrigated land that is in dire need of new equipment.

Damage from forest fires already extensive
The dry conditions have also renewed concerns about forest fires, which have already begun to
cause damage in some states. The Comision Nacional Forestal (CONAFOR) says that the surface
damaged by forest and grass fires through the first three months of this year was twice as high as
during the same period in 2002. In the last week of March alone, 722 fires damaged more than 30,000
ha in 25 states, said CONAFOR regional director Carlos Hernandez. The lion's share of the damage
has occurred in five southern states: Oaxaca, Chiapas, Yucatan, Guerrero, and Puebla. Authorities
said Yucatan was especially vulnerable to fires this year because of damage from Hurricane Isidore
in late September, which created a lot of fuel from fallen and damaged trees.
Fires have also been significant in Chiapas and Oaxaca states, where the damaged areas are four to
five times higher than at the same time last year. The severe damage in Oaxaca has prompted the
administration of Gov. Jose Murat to ask the government for an emergency disaster declaration.
In Puebla, some fires have caused damage to 1,780 ha at the base of the Popocatepetl Volcano.
CONAFOR said fires have also been a problem in other southern and central states like Tabasco,
Hidalgo, Jalisco, Queretaro, Michoacan, and Veracruz.
Authorities are also keeping an eye on Nayarit state, where damage from Hurricane Kenna in late
October also left a lot of fuel for fires. The intensity of the fire season so far this year will prevent
the federal government from meeting its target of reducing fire damage by 15% from last year. To
achieve this goal, the Fox administration had allocated 442 million pesos (US$41.4 million) for the
Programa Nacional de Proteccion contra Incendios Forestales 2003.
CONAFOR director Alberto Cardenas Jimenez said most of the fires were ignited by humans,
especially subsistence farmers wanting to clear land for planting. Cardenas suggested that the
government discourage this practice by working with the Secretaria de Agricultura, Ganaderia,
Desarrollo Rural, Pesca y Alimentacion (SAGARPA). He said SAGARPA could continue to educate
farmers about the dangers of this practice and also threaten to withhold subsidies for farmers who
continue to clear land through this method.
Cardenas said CONAFOR is now able to respond to fires more efficiently because of new methods
of detection and fire fighting. At the same time, the agency expects fires to remain a danger because
of the warming of the global climate and the encroachment of populations into forested areas. [Note:
Peso-dollar conversions in this article are based on the Interbank rate in effect on April 2, reported
at 10.66 pesos per US$1.00] (Sources: La Cronica de Hoy, 02/12/03; Agencia de noticias Proceso,
Associated Press, El Financiero, 03/25/03; Notimex, 01/20/03, 02/11/03, 03/18/03, 03/25/03, 03/26/03;
Milenio Diario, 03/27/03; Reforma, 02/12/03, 03/31/03; La Jornada, 02/17/03, 03/28/03, 04/01/03,
04/02/03)
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